Immunoelectron microscopy shows an atypical pattern and a quantitative shift of collagens type I, III and VI in oral Kaposi's sarcoma of AIDS.
The localization of collagen types I, III and VI in normal human alveolar and palatal mucosa and in oral Kaposi's sarcoma (KS) was studied by light microscopy and cryo-immunoelectron microscopy. Normal oral mucosa revealed two different types of organization. The upper connective tissue stroma contained a loose reticular network mainly composed of collagen types III and VI, while collagen type I immunostaining predominated in the deeper stroma. Ultrastructurally, in the KS tumour stroma, a loose pattern of individual thin collagen fibrils was noted. These often fanned out at their ends showing a filamentous substructure. The fibrils consisted predominantly of collagen type I similar to individual fibrils of normal oral mucosa. However, there was a marked loss of thick fibre bundles of collagen types I and III in KS compared with normal oral mucosa, whereas collagen type VI was markedly increased and found preferentially in clusters and strands around cross-striated fibrils that often spanned the distance between single collagen fibres. The abundance of collagen type VI in a pattern similar to early stages of wound healing suggests that the KS stroma resembles an early organizational stage of the interstitial and vascular extracellular matrix subject to a high rate of collagen turnover. This character of the KS stroma appears to result from a continuous auto-and paracrine stimulation of cell growth and collagen synthesis and provides an excellent model to study the structural arrangement of collagen type VI in relation to the fibrillar collagen types I and III.